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TENEBRAE 


In darkness I lay down 

The night was empty, freezing in the cold room 
All around me, over me, within me 

And silence over the entire town, 

For it was winter and the town lay under ice, 
Outside the snow was sparkling on the ground, 
The roofs were laden with a weight of snow 
And ice, old ice now stained a dirty brown 
Hung in stalactites from the house's eaves 
And from the undersides of cars. 

Far off the river shrunk beneath the ice 
Flowed in its frozen death, 

The temperature was twenty-five below 

And every taken breath 

Went up in white smoke to the winter stars. 


I lay there thinking in the empty room 
And listened to its ticking silence 
Echoing the toys of thought 

That occupied my mind with their small sound. 
It was not just the absence 

Of every sound except the clock's, 

The deprivation of that room 

So dark and so completely still 

Was like a deprivation of all active sense, 
Annihilation of desire, 

Complete renunciation of the will. 


The radiator clanged and knocked, 

I thought it might be warmer soon, 

I thought I might rise from my bed 

To watch the night sky through the frozen pane 
And so I did, 

And when I did the room disturbed 

By steps across the creaking floor 

Was altered suddenly 

Then settled down into the winter's deep indoor 
Steam-heated ticking quiet; 

The open bed 

Shone dimly white, my watch still ticked 

In winter silence, and silently my thoughts ran riot 
In my head. 


My thoughts ran over open fields 

That shone a dark blue in the night 

And fell away on every side 

Into the black of distance and bare woods, 

Completely cancelled by the ice and snow, 

Half-lit and terrible and barren in the moon's bright 

light 

The fields with their winter silence, winter darkness, 
death and cold 

Presented blank appalling emptiness. 


I pressed my cheek against the frozen glass 
And saw the stars shine in its shallow depth. 


And then I saw in my mind's eye 

The drifted snow the wind shaped into waves 
And saw the glittering puffs and eddy whorls 
Raised up by sudden gusts 

And then subsiding once again. 

The cold had frozen stiff the barbed wire fence 


Which glimmered icily, shining in moonlight, 
And every now and then another gust of wind 
Would rattle it or waver it just slightly. 


And as my mind went farther 

I could see the woods where darkness was 

Complete, disorienting, black, 

The trees a labyrinth extending farther in 

And reaching deeper back to a darkness 

Absolute and more alien still. 

The snow had no more light in it, 

The trees stood there all gaping limbs, all totally 
silent 

Though in my vision 

Everything I saw 

Seemed silently to scream out emptiness and death. 


And yet there was no sound at all, 

No real sound of wind 

Nor yet the slightest creaking of a bough. 

I felt somehow 

That everything should move or swirl around 

The center that I was 

Like some concentric maelstrom 

Or otherwise that there should be 

A reeling and a spinning from that very spot 

As though all things were toppling, fleeing to the 
edge 

Away from the insistent savage knot of hatred and of 

calculating fear 
Which I now was. 
I felt 

The vomiting up of every particle of being 

Of the world in general and of my very self; 

With frozen hands I felt my numbed and mask-like 
face. 


II 


At such a time 

One wants something to happen. 

Yet the trees don't move one single inch, 

Not even subtly to shift like pawns or rooks adjusted 
With each step you take 

Though silently and imperceptibly, 

But no there isn't even that. 


It's dark and still and cold and soon you will be dead. 


And then I ran 

(This too was in my dream) 

And tried to run beyond the dark of trees, 
Beyond the night made blacker by the trees. 
The snow was cloud-like underneath my feet, 
I couldn't feel the ground, my feet and hands 
Were numb, my face, a rubbery mask, 

Was going slowly dead. 


And then 
I fell and snow was in my mouth 
And down my neck, although I felt no cold. 


And turning on my back I hardly felt 
The earth beneath me as I lay face up 


And staring at the blank and starry night. 
The stars turned silently above the earth, 


The earth turned slowly in its place, and I 
Was borne upon its dead and silent surface 


As though upon some water finally 
Definitely stilled or on some darkness 


Like an ice flow in the midnight sea, 
Without sound or movement; I knew 


The dark suppression, the stilling of all sense, 
A hushing quiet, suppression 


Of everything I thought of as myself, 
Of everything I felt as present life, 


Unraveling of intellect and flowing out of sense 
To darkness, blank opacity, irrelevance, 


Immersion and dispersal of a scattered 


Or a crumbling face, the mouth now dribbling 
Paralytically its insignificant breath, 


The turning of a tide away from life 
and from the world itself. 


What was the world itself? A small dead place 
Of cold and darkness turning round and round, 


Of close or distant meaningless small lights 
That moved along the edges of the hill 


And seemed to drift around my face. 
Or was this just my dream, or just the snow? 


I couldn't tell, things had grown 
Too cold, too silent, although they had been loud, 


Extremely loud with my own hard breath 
Or with loud breathing throughout all the sky -- 


What were the shouts I heard? -- 


And as that breath intensified I reached 
To touch that throat, to touch the rush of air, 


But there was nothing out there where I reached. 
My hand fell heavily against my face, 


The snow was over me, the tiny lights, 
Were moving rapidly away, and then 


My face was gradually closed up in darkness 
And the snow around me slowly closed as well. 


My eyes were sightless and my face grew stiff and 
fixed, 

The snow was just a concept and the small 

Small lights were gone, the shouts were gone, 


A voice cried once and sounded far away, unreal 


My face and only that was left there in the dark. 


I lie in darkness in the empty room 

And meditate events 

Which brought me here 

Attempting futilely to track the path, the arc of life, 
Events -- 

And meditate the nature of that chain, 

That memory of times of places and of acts 

Which you, I, we 

Tell over and again 

To come back where we started from -- 

The crossing, the crossroads, intersection 

An hour and a place. 

And likewise I must think of that which meditates -- 
What is it? Who can tell? 

What of this waking eye? 


I know the floor is dark 

Is like a kind of plane 

Where darkness is 

From which it rises 

Like a tide that floods around me 

Filling the whole room and taking everything 


My eye 
A single point of consciousness 
minute spark of phosphorescence 
In the silent sea 


Is this the end of every route -- 
every road 
Brings one at last to this? 


Above, the blank of darkness not construable 
Below, more darkness, another night 
in the midst of these 


Suspended like a single dim light 
The eye of selfhood in its meditative sleeplessness 


It is the smallest margin 

Separating void from void conceivable 

The future from the past 

-- The present emptied as a thing of no account -- 


The actual and the conceivable 
Are kept apart or joined by virtue of this empty space 


Yet since it is an empty space 

And knows itself as such 

The eye must close in sightless peace at length 
As you move inward, downward 


To the place of more intense and most intense 
sadness 


The very thing you are 

The essence of reality 

The sentiment, the feel and the sight of things 
All these are given up and finally are gone 


Yet what remains amid this process of removal? 


I light a candle and then drop the match 
Into the liquid wax pooled at the bottom of the jar 
A small hiss then it snuffs and smokes 

lies there shriveled, black, embalmed 


a candle is lit with its own light 
The process of my life 


Creates another elsewhere an apparent complement 
Shadowing or hidden, foreign to me, hypothetical 


A self I am creating for myself 

And so not foreign, deeply intimate rather 
But obscurely so, a riddle which I try 

To understand, a puzzle, an enigma facing me 
Perhaps it is the total of one's words 

The total of one's thoughts and of one's acts 
The trace one leaves upon the world 

And if none on the world, then on the void 


The sacred void, accepting 
Unthinkable, incommunicable 


plenum of pure absence, the deep and depthless pool 


This therefore is my only light 
devoted more to shadows than to light 
shadow's ambiguities 
ivory colored candle in its jar 


fan-shape of light 
against one wall 
touching the corner of the ceiling 


The light tremulous subtle 
like the surface of a water drop 


active unstill 
its beige light on the wall 

is like a theatre in which the shadow of a hand 
might quiver up swell 

cover all an instant then slide away 

shadows tremble with a flame-like animation 


It is a theatre of mind 


a kind of inner eye which sees 
A fragile vibratory blur as when 
daylight quivers in your all but closed eyelashes 


My hand is raised a moment 
darts into frame, then out again 


This is a realm of pure forms, of ideas -- 
As this one, for example, the idea 
Of a hand which though much like a hand 
Cannot harm anyone, and likewise 
All the forms apparent here 
Are forms of human gesture, human thought -- 
The shadow of a hand, a head 
An arm, a lamp, a coffee cup 

These things are all quite harmless 
Yet all are in the dark and of the dark 

Enclosed, although 
their realm of apparition is dim light 


Insubstantial things, empty diagram 
They have their only being in darkness 
these human things 


The area in which they are, the light 


Is nothing but a world -- small, delicate, and islanded 
in night 


And so, much like a world, it too can be put out 


Ill 


My room is nothing but a clutter of old books 
papers, the moon 
Does not shine in on closed blinds and drapes 


candle and light 
my sleeplessness 


Floating weightless stelae massive 
tranquil and suffused 
with Rembrandt's radiance a light 
that pulses slowly as its planes advance 
or drift in muted confrontation of the spectator 


Obscurely standing for some ritual now dead 
of which they are a memory and mute cipher 


They are at first mere color but become 
A reservoir of auras, a visible resource 
An opening at last of living darkness 
Perfect comprehension of non-being 
both radiant and void 


Mark Rothko 

Is the maker of such color and such light 
Of these ambiguous and illusory depths 
These visible enigmas -- 


Not real Rothkos though, of course 


Just reproductions which will have to do 
And in the dim light they do well enough 
Taped on the ceiling 

Floating high above my bed 


I lie here looking up and watch them fill 
With meaning, with intensity and palpable import 
And then resolve, recede 


A throbbing visible at moments and then gone 
A confrontation, hieratic and subdued 
Quietly imperious, although vague 


A solitary dream of color, cloud-like darkness 
luminous transcendence 


The oracular illusion not negotiable in words 
Thus, lying in the dim light here 
I have these presences above me 
My darkness opening on their enigmatic light 


Their subtly vibrant tympanums, shadowed space 


Drowsing, almost asleep, I see them still 


IV 


One night I dreamed I lay in darkness 
In a room much like this room, and over me 


Directly over me, were several doors 
Or openings -- not open, yet not closed -- 


Wavering slightly, beckoning, yet black 
With concentrated blackness like a well 


Bespeaking depth and terror, totally 
Forbidding and yet dangerously there 


And leading where? The future or the past? 
Perhaps to neither -- removed from any time 


Remote from any world or any life, 
Baffling comprehension, twisting thought 


Which cannot pass that gate or needle's eye 
Opening to the passageways of night 


And corridors of rumor, secrecy -- 
Things that are hidden, things far better hid 


The womb of time and its monstrosities 
The elements of chance -- elusive, small, 


Like DNA combined and recombined 
Spun out and measured, cut, and then re-spun 


These endless depths, darkness of manifold 
Dimensions and incomprehensible intent 


I watched and waited then passed through the doors 
Which one did I pass through? I couldn't tell 


Yet choice was trivial now, irrelevant, 
Or improvised before the impending fact 


It seemed that I had passed this way before 
Or had perhaps more probably in dreams 


Of which this was the last significance 
Or rather say preliminary dreams 


Had been precursors of this final one 


The thing I dreamed next was an empty room 
All white, stark bare, and with one window -- square 


And shaded by an off-white shade pulled down 
The color of egg shells, just like the walls 


Yet with a polar tint -- light blue; the room 
Though white was still three quarters dark 


I sat directly opposite the window 
In a straight-backed wooden chair -- I breathed, 
watched, 


Watched longer, for the light to come to change 
The color in the shade's responsive space 


Which breathed, dilated, altered depth and tone 
As it wavered while suspended in half-light 


Yet measured glowing intervals a space 
Between it and the casement -- an edge of light 


Around it, openings through which the day 
Cracked in, or nearly so, upon the dimness 


Light swelled beyond the shade, beyond that ply, 
And burned in that illusory thin space 


The bluish tint was brightening to grey 
Suffused with lilac, glowing steadily 


Taking light from quick acetylene 
Flashes as the shade breathed out and in 


I knew that light, a greater light, was there 
Although I couldn't see it clearly yet 


But only by bright flares and inferences -- 
All quick, tangential, mediated, false 


How that faint square burned in my lidless gaze 
Though slightly swaying, drifting to dilate 


Inward then receding to odd depth. 
I watched it from a greater distance now 


The light was wavering, intense and strange 
And had a sharp high ringing sound -- and cold -- 


Light ringing in the ear and not the eye 
This freezing light, this radiant terror 


Then suddenly I knew this was a dream 
For I was blind, my eyes gone white, burnt-out 


Two lumps of ice, dull white like hail stones 
And slowly melting down my face My eyes 


So long had been deceived My eyes had long been 
dead 
There never had been light, nor luminous shade 


Things had been otherwise 


I had been staring into absolute 
Banality, a scribbled wall or less 


An opaque surface, blank, a wall of dirt 


I had been staring into sickness 
Wretchedness, the nauseating taste 
of wasted life, of lives, my life 
laid waste -- 
The covert theatre of self 
A concentrated hatred and disgust concealed 
Deferred revulsion there disguised as life 


And then I realized that I was bound 
as though I were held hostage, I was tied 
down to the chair 
and tightly twisted ropes, like pliers 
Fraying skin, cutting off the blood 
Even as warm blood trickled down my palms 


My legs were nailed to the chairs’ front legs. 
that’s how it felt, as though barbed wire 
had cut my shins open 
and my insteps too -- the blood 
ran down my ankles and my shoes were wet 
The floor was sticky, as though with drying paint 


The holes throbbed where my eyes had been ripped 
out 
I remembered now that they had been 
and two white stones 
inserted in their place -- I felt 
them as you feel a severed limb, a ghost, 
an absence, insufficiency supplied by pain 


A handkerchief was clotted in my mouth -- 
a bloody handkerchief, I couldn't speak 
The monstrous thought 
occurred to me that I would find 
the after-image of my face on it 
if only I could rise and spit it out 


I couldn't spit it out and couldn't stand 
nor could I shout out loud, nor move at all 
my head hung down, 
and every now and then the thought 
passed through my mind of beckoning sunlight 
and of a luminous suspended shade 


I woke and found myself alone 

and lying in the dark 

What time was it? Near morning? Where was I? 
The luminous dial of my watch 

said ten minutes after one: I'd slept 

three hours though it felt like days 


I peered down in the darkness at my watch face 
glowing tinily with its greenish light 

like phosphorescence in the midnight sea 

It had no numbers, just small lines 

green dashes like a small sundial 


My head was foggy, my eyes still blurred with sleep 
The black ambiguous space I stared into 

held only one thing clearly visible 

these notches of green light 

which moved whenever I moved, 

each one an hour of my life 


It was a meter running 

which I could not stop, yet what 

was being meted out? Mere time 

which can't be seen or touched, is mostly felt 
by tapping on the walls of memory 

The dial floated in the empty dark 

and yet was still obscurely part of me 
wrapped snugly around my pulse 


My heart was pounding 

Again I thought what had awakened me? 
I stared into the dark but couldn't see 

It was as if two hands 

were held against my eyes 

I sat up straight and listened for the sound 


So Panic whispered moving softly 

with his flute of bone 

and Death which was a child beating on his drum 

They both came closer, stalking, watching me: 

The small flute, tiny, deep inside my head 

The small drum beating louder in my ear 

They both were in the darkness, out of reach 

Among the shadows of the curtains 

Moving around me moving closer, darkness hidden 
in the dark 


And then it lightened gradually 


And I could see a bit 

And saw the outline of the dresser and the chair 

My desk and then the black shape of the door 
Which gaped there like a cave or like a silent scream 
Somehow the door was open wide 

A space which led to further passages 


I heard strange sounds that seemed to come 
From there The flute had gotten louder now 
The drum now more insistent 


I felt 
The after-echo, the silver and seraphic overtones 
Unearthly, series upon series 
Infinite, precise, 
Cloudlike and radiant, and cold 


Then warmer by degrees 

And then blindness 
Now everything was light, the room 
Was burning with strange light 
Though still I couldn't see and all was dark 
Since this was light that one could only hear 
I felt a deep warmth, then felt that I'd been called 
And heard my voice call back 

and then I knew 

Musical visionary, strange Catholic artist 


He'd come to seek from me the words, however 
vague, 


Approximate or limited 
The words he did not need in life 
Having his occult music of the birds 


And so I recognized your presence -- Messiaen 
The lingering vibration of your being 

Which I called by name -- 

Olivier Messiaen 


He spoke first, having greater cause to speak: 
"The music you refer to was not all. 
Words may be weak, yet notes are also weak. 


I was possessed by a rapture for the real. 
The world itself was music, which I heard 
And which became a sense of mystical 


And overwhelming transport that I shared, 
Or tried to, by the music which I wrote. 
But soon I realized that no one cared. 


They paid attention only to the note 
And totally ignored the spirit there 
Which seemed to them eccentric and remote 


From their concerns, but good enough for their 
Fine patronizing tolerance or scorn. 
This was the judgment that I had to bear. 


Such judgments you have been at pains to learn 
In misdirected life, for in no word 
Of all you write could anyone discern 


An innate joy, the holy gratitude 
Toward what has been created, toward what is, 


And the eternal presence of the Lord. 


Yet to be angry with such foolishness 
Would be itself foolish. You are just part 
Of a world too venal and too restless 


To understand the deeper truth of art, 
Crude, superficial and self-satisfied, 
Brutal and self-absorbed, and with no heart 


To pity suffering, which you have multiplied, 
And with no mind for what cannot be sold 
And little for what cannot be applied 


To your fine project of turning blood to gold, 
An impressive technical accomplishment. 
Thus the new world has surpassed the old. 


And yet it isn't your enlightenment 
That is my main concern. The only thing 
That is required of you is the commitment 


Of your literary skill. What I have sung 
In notes you must sing differently in words, 
As [have sung in praise, so you must sing. 


I understood the music of the birds, 
Your medium is unpredictable. 
Yet every subtlety that it affords 


Must be employed with concentrated skill 
Coherent with ardor and intellectual love. 
You must create the more-than-beautiful. 


Accomplish what will give artistic proof 
Of transcendental goodness, of divine 
Light visible and redemption from above. 


Compose a work in which the whole design 
Bears witness to the Lord, and bears the risk 
That such a task requires in every line." 


And I: "How could I undertake a task 
Beyond my powers and beneath my pride? 
Nor do I understand why you would ask. 


All this is alien. Nor can I hide 
My disaffection and mistrust from you 
Who draws the curtain of the soul aside 


To look within, or could if you wished to. 
Surely you know I cannot share your faith 
And am unwilling and unfit to do 


What you have asked me to. It would be death 
For both the mind and creativity 
To imitate your own creative path." 


And he: "One might expect some such reply. 
You are too proud. Yet it isn’t my concern 
To tell you all, nor even to tell why 


This has been asked, and I will not return 
Repeating and explaining what I've said, 
Nor could I ever teach what you must learn. 


Yet this much I can say: you have been dead 
To much in your own life. Experience 
Is like dark halls. We don't know where we're led. 


And yet with something somewhat beyond sense 
We feel our way along the walls. Each crack, 
Although we can't say what it represents, 


Is traced like Braille, questioned like the track 
Of not-completely-lucid memory 
Or probed and tapped and tested in that black 


And mirroring void, the midnight sea 
And labyrinth of metamorphoses. 
Yet from these hairline cracks a mystery 


Is seeping like fine dust, and it is these -- 
Enigmas of the night and not the day -- 
That you must ultimately sense and seize. 


Yet how can this be done? Is there some way 
That one can grasp the rightness of the whole 
Merely by instinct and half-effortlessly? 


On closer thought, it seems impossible. 
Yet still you might be guided by the thought 
Of letting effort educate the soul. 


Thus, rather than evade the task I've brought, 
You must embrace it. Work will bring on faith. 
Only by action can you weaken doubt, 


Though not destroy it. Only by this path 
Will you be able to avoid the hell 
Of frozen, constricted, spiritual death. 


You must believe me, and consider well. 
For if you should refuse, or, what is worse, 
Consider this a dream -- dismissible -- 


You'll end up bringing punishment, a curse, 
Upon yourself, for if you will not give 
Yourself this way, in dedicated verse, 


You will be closeted and made to live 
Entirely within that self. And there 
You will not sleep but endlessly relive 


Disgraces you've already seen before 
In previous and painful recollection 
And which you'll live once more and yet once 
more." 


After he had said this, he was gone, 
And I was left there in the dark alone. 


For several nights I lay there 

Wondering and without sleep, 

My bloodshot lidless eye upon the dark, 

The dark above my bed, above my head 
Where Rothko's light and resonant obscurity 
Was like a puzzle to me 

And a strange chastisement 

That I could not understand. 


Here comprehension drew a blank, 
Its grasp so weak 


That everything slipped out of it: 

Time, self, and thought, and my strange dream, 
Disquieting enigma and nightmare. 

What could I know? 


And yet I knew one thing: the thought was in me 
Of my real failure, 

Of my pointless uninspired life. 

However it had come, the notion came 

And stayed with me, nor could I shake it off: 
The sense of having written trivialities, 

Of having lived an empty life, 

A trivial writer and a trivial man -- 

This thought had taken hold of me -- ineradicable, 
Relentless, impossible to dodge. 

The thought was working in me 

Like some ulcerous disease, a death 
Repeated endlessly, or like a sense of falling, 
The dreamer falling infinitely far 

Through darkness now unreal, 

And he himself now totally unreal 

But for the sickening and spinning feeling, 
And endless grieving for the thing now lost. 
Or sometimes it was like a screw 

Being twisted in my brain, 

A secret canker of the mind 

That I knew would never end. 


How much the thought recurred to me, 
Therefore, of needing to fulfill 
The strange request I'd dreamed, or had not dreamed. 


I lay there in the dark night after night 
And could not sleep, and when I closed my eyes 


The images of past disgraces came 
Relentlessly and filled me with disgust. 


I could not change. I could not get away 
From that which was my life, my very self, 


The landscape of debris where my mind's eye 
Wandered without rest and searching 


For a fragment of some truth about the world, 
For a fragment of my past, past time, dead time: 


A barren landscape and yet a very small one. 


VI 


In this night context the significance 
Of what I'd dreamed or had not dreamed was vague 


Although oppressive and imperious. 
I could not see it, yet I felt it there, 


Around me in the black space, over me, 
Within me -- and now how strangely deep within: 


For though it seemed a puzzle and a curse, 
I wanted it, it was a power as well, 


A primitive power and a high constraint, 
An abstract and imponderable thing 


And yet as close as my own body, my own mind, 
And their desire for nobility. 


So in this way the claims of loyalty 
Fidelity invadedd, took possession of my mind. 


The mappings which my eye traced on the dark 
Were plotted around one darker central point 


Which was a point of thought, a point of doubt, 
And one of muted honor finally. 


The thought was of the unreality of life: 
All things were lighter than a mote of dust, 


As insubstantial as a single breath. 
The night itself was merely a dark word, 


A sound I could not hear but yet 
Could feel around me -- cold, inanimate and void. 


My doubt was of the truth of what I'd dreamed. 
Not that I gave it literal credence: 


I had seen no pedagogical spirit, 
His visitation was a dream I'd had. 


And yet what was the subject of this dream 
If not the nature of my life itself? 


And if this was the subject of a dream, 
Life's import might be likewise found in dream, 


For what is comprehended by a dream 
Except a thing analogous in its kind? 


My life might be analogous to dreams, 
Therefore, or be a dream itself: import 


Conceived and brought forth by some principle 
And motivation not of physical intent. 


It is not merely meaning but import, 
For every meaning is a finite thing, 


Yet import cannot help but move outward 
Like ripples on a pond, concentrically, 


Its final circles infinitely far 
From their originating center point, 


Like echoes echoing beyond earshot. 
I closed my eyes and searched with inner eye 


And listened with the most attentive ear 
Yet could not find an echo of his speech 


Or find the faintest traces of his steps 
Across the inner landscape of my mind. 


The visitation of the night was gone 
From ear and eye before the violet light 


And left there almost nothing of itself. 
Therefore I had this doubt about its truth: 


There was no motivating deep significance 
In things beyond themselves, not in my dream 


And not in anything. All things were blank 
And bare of any intimate or general intent. 


And this included my perplexing dream -- 
It was just nothing, imbecilities, 


The inane rubbish that consumed my mind, 
My tireless self-invalidating curse -- 


To dream and dream and dream, both day and night, 
And hardly touch reality at all. 


To dream and dream both day and night, 
This was my life, the substance of my life. 


It was contemptible I knew, and yet 
The muted honor, furtive, a fine thread, 


Strung through the beaded episodes of time, 
Was that I trust my dreams, and live them through, 


And comprehend them, peering through their depths 
To glimpse some intricate or useable power. 


I could not bother to concern myself 
With whether this power actually was there. 


I had to simply suffer through the dream, 
Quieting my thought to let it take 


The impress of it, however strange it might be, 
Creating complex counterfeits of words, 


Words ordered by number, secrecy, and thought. 


VU 


The dream had pressed illusion on my mind 
And everything was lightened by the breath 


Of unreality, the world was now 
As weightless as blown dandelion seed. 


And yet a seed is fruitful, and the world, 
Likewise, is multiplied in later worlds 


Displacing former ones, all here and now, 
Each thing a point where forces 


Interlock like millstones, monumental, 
Grinding, absolute, and light as air. 


And weightless though it is, it is as real 
As you yourself are: a turning sea 


Whose dissolution of past eyes and minds, 
Past bodies, fern fronds, granite, thistledown, 


Creates anew new realms of mind, new flesh, 
New grinding stone -- all light as thistledown 


Because created from a shadowy thing, 
Begotten by an absence on a lack, 


The substitution of nonentities 


For others just now gone, though never there 


Since they in their turn of such an origin 
Were shadows of a shadow precedent, 


The waves and currents of a turning sea 
Which teeming though it is, is also void. 


The rolling shadows of the wind on wheat 
Are equal to the wheat, are part of it, 


No less than evening's copper sun is part, 
Its ghost-like surf a man can walk right through, 


Its weightless breakers foaming then cut low, 
Its heavy seed as bronze as pouring shot, 


Its chaff as white and numerous as sand. 


VUl 


Yet in the middle of the turning sea, 
AS we negotiate its time and tide 


Caught in its manifold evolving drift, 
Rapt in its currents, and yet circumspect, 


Nearly detached at times -- disturbingly -- 
We seize on images that come to mind 


Or which seize us: memory calls and haunts 
To beckon us beyond its images. 


For certainly the image is not why 
The memory of times, of places, acts 


Remains and calls continually to us 
To reckon with its intimate vocation, 


Covert, suspected in the nature of 
The thing, or in the nature of ourselves, 


Or buried deeper still beyond that realm -- 
Meaning beyond sense, imageless import 


Beyond all figure, past all appearances 
From which it’s drawn, a palpable idea 


Which yet cannot be viewed by eye or mind, 
But is experienced blindly, wordlessly; 


Prior to eros, prior to idea, 
To any figural glamour or transport, 


And wearing mutely like the memory 
Of guilt, long after guilt is purposeless, 


Or like an ambience, like the climate 
Of conscience famished for its human truth, 


Or like the deepest fear beyond all fear, 
The primitive and substanceless haunting 


Beyond all reason, without object, pure, 
An inner current of anxiety -- your life. 


Like grains of sand, or like the whitest flour, 
Time falls and falls upon you, settles over you, 


And settles on your face and on your hands and 
clothes. 


IX 


So year by year you grow a bit more pale, 
More dusted over with time, more bleached and 
white; 


Time is the ash that settles like the ash on coal 
And which, like it, conceals a deeper fire 


Now too impaired, inhibited -- and all 
By fear, fear of the world and fear of death. 


And this fear keeps you running, continually 
Turning through the cycles of appearances. 


When these appearances are lost to time, 
When you drop through them, and your memory, 


Bereft of any image, now beholds 
The blank impalpable idea, the sacred void, 


Let the fear go, let the buried fire cool, 
And let the coal go dark behind your eyes. 


You must embrace this necessary dark 
Beyond all selfhood, prior to conception, 


Beyond your many superimposed lives. 
Yet though one does, appearances are there, 


Both as one lives and on the point of death. 


Thus, in one's waking life appearances 
Are there, and we must move among them there. 


So we must go along, participating in 
This substitution of non-entities. 


But how long can you play the game, 
The chance-intoxicated game? All night? 


Or less than that? Will you continue to? 
Must you not stop at some point finally? 


For love and will are finite and become 
Desire for non-existence, for an end 


To possibilities no longer new, 
Exhausted by themselves: an end to life, 


The chance-intoxicated game -- you wish 
Not to participate, to play no more. 


And this must be desire not to will, 
To will the possibility of life withdrawn 


And thus to will the world itself withdrawn. 
To will the option that life not exist 


And will, therefore, the end, 
The non-existence of the world. 


This is one version of the meaning of my dream. 


XI 


And so I did not need to recollect 
The bright or dark particulars of what 


I'd dreamed, of what I'd seen or heard. Indeed, 
They slipped my memory. I had no choice. 


And yet the import and decaying sense 
Of what I must conjecture as my dream 


Continued in my mind, something I felt 
Although I could not see it, nor yet could hear. 


Still it remained, a part of me, a force 
I could not locate or identify 


Which I was moved in darkness to interpret 
And retell for you with these details 


Invented for their hoped-for resonance 
Of truth, though with no confidence of that. 


It was a dream I dreamed up, for the real dream 
And the substance of that dream are gone. 


l offer a contrivance of the truth. 


Like all words spoken in the dark, 
I know it must be error, travesty. 


Yet nonetheless I step forth into error 
To say what is both true and yet not true, 


To feel the paradox of speech -- 
Willing no longer to participate, 


Willing that I not exist 
And willing not to will, 


Willing the non-existence of the world. 


XI 


I watched the glassy sea one day, 
The sea of light and created fire. 
It didn't flow, it burned, that sea 
As bright as incandescent wire. 


So bright, but where did it begin? 

A thousand waves were glaring chrome. 
I wondered how I'd ever come 

To comprehend its origin. 


And where the dark Leviathan swims 
The sleeper moved its burning limbs, 
Its form a blur, its outline bright 
Amid the uncongenial light. 


The fallen form of light amid 

That empty and reflected sun 

Turned as though dreaming on its bed, 
The bed of bestial creation. 


A sleeping consciousness was there 
Amid the desert of the sea, 

The sea that spread out flat and bare 
And seemed to sparkle endlessly. 


What could I do to call awake 

That light, that mind, the form that lay 
An outline in the burning lake 

And dreamed amid the burning sea? 


I called and called; nothing arose, 
And when I knew that it would not 
The whole sea shrank before my eyes 
Into an insubstantial blot, 


The erotic pool of origins 

Shrunk to a puddle, to a drop, 

A residue and what remains 
When time has dried the water up. 


Then everything within that pool 

Was gone, like scratch marks in the dust, 
The processes of nature still 

And all their products gone at last. 


And light was gone, or if there was 
Still light it only seemed to be 

One moment of an inner cause 
That was itself in fast decay. 


Yet even though there was no light 
Without, and likewise none within, 
My mind was clear, I gained insight 
And knew disgust of such origin. 


I wondered what it could have been 
That I had seen, or thought I saw, 
Within that blinding glare and when 
I unequivocally would know. 


I stood in vertigo of thought -- 
Obscure significance of light -- 
And silently I raised a shout 
As though in protest or in hate. 


Then, like an echo, day returned. 

The waves glared as they had before. 

The sun was high, a sea gull turned 

Against the breeze, boats made toward shore. 


O vanity and monstrous cause 

Of all monstrosity, supreme 
Entangler of entangling laws, 
Source of defiling light, of time, 
Perplexed causality, and space, 
Where your obscenities take place, 


Of earth itself, which bears the scars 
Of forces, of which you were first, 
Why did you dissipate your first 
Perfection in a million stars? 


Why did you interrupt the peace 

Of nothingness, creating light 

Where there was neither time nor space 
Yet making nothing worthy of my sight? 


It seemed another's voice had spoken through my 
own. 


I couldn't understand my dream. 

I hated it. I hated what 

I dimly felt it stood for. I hated everything. 
Yet still I felt it as a motive or a call. 

In deference, therefore, 

I decided to comply with what was after all 
My own construction of the unrecallable -- 
In deference, and yet still in my own way. 


In deference, therefore, and 

In honor of the dream 

I would make now, on eight successive nights, 
A canticle. 


In darkness I at last lie down 

And shall be rid of all these works 

Which have been made, for dark 

Is darker still, the ice and snow 

Still deeper over the entire town. 

Therefore, the heavens and the earth are through 
And all the hosts of them, 

And so in darkness I at last lie down. 


Of marriage and of sanctifying 

Human life and death, 

Creation and renewal, 

Conception, effort, birth, 

And sleep at night and ultimately death -- 
I shall be rid of these. 

And I renounce all sanctifying rites 

And I renounce all mortal life and breath, 
Creation and renewal, 

Conception, effort, birth, 

In favor of this final death. 


I hear the breeze blow through the night 
And murmuring stir the arbor's leaves, 
As the many fragrances of summer night 


Drift through the arbor, through its darkness, 
In its place of privacy. 

Shadows among shadows, the leaves 

Were ragged woven black shapes 

Fluttering in the occasional breeze. 

We lay together there, the two of us alone. 


In the garden full of marigold and mint, 
Wisteria and dogwood 

And the plum tree waving in the night's warm breeze, 
Near the lattice full of honeysuckle, 

White and thick and lit with silver light, 

In the intricate shadows of the jasmine vines, 
In the quietude of that soft place, 

The softly damp night air 

Mysterious with scent on scent perplexed me. 
How many perfumes of the garden 

Gathered there I never knew. 


In the garden full of silence, 
Full of basil and spearmint, 
I heard the trickling of the distant stream, 


The small brook followed by the moon 

Or following the moon 

Through all its long incalculable course. 

The pink moon and the orange moon 

Had scattered opal quavers in the midnight stream. 
The blue metallic dust of stars 

Was falling constantly 

Until the night was indigo and then completely black, 
Until it had not one small point of light, 

For all the stars were gone 

And everything was dark. 

The stream was black as oil and the night, 

And both were flowing onward, 


Flowing infinitely far. 
I heard the sound of water which the stars had fallen 
in. 


The chalk moon burned like phosphorous 
And trembled like a fire in the stream. 


In the garden full of silence, 

Full of jasmine and of roses, 

I heard the sound of water, fainter and then fainter 
still, 

The sound of water following the hot white moon. 


Even now the night still lingers in my thoughts. 


The body of the world, the body of a woman, 
Both flow from darkness and return to it 

As I myself do likewise, 

As all things likewise do. 

But do they hold a particle of light? 

Can you believe that life 

Is something to be valued and thought good? 
The body of a woman, the body of the world, 
Both in the dark stream flow away from me. 
And I close my eyes. 


II 


And when I close my eyes 

I see the fireflies drifting through the garden 
Where they sparkled once, leading 

My eye on deeper into darkness. 

Though now the garden disappears, 

And the eye led toward that deeper night 
Goes where? 


What is the darkness into which I stare 

Now that every remnant of the night is gone? 
The darkness of the human eye itself? 

Its own inherent blank 

And that of both my body and my mind, 
Incapable of living, yet incapable of death? 


And if I were so capable, 

Of living or of death, 

Still, what would I find in either place? 

In the cloister of my half-quiescent heart, 

I think of that lost garden, that dead summer night -- 

The thousand scattered stars apparently so near, 

Black and ragged masses of the leaves against 
the deep blue sky, 

The scent of grass and complex midnight chill. 

I wonder what it would have been in any case 

And wonder what it was. 


And yet I know. 
It was a blank itself -- 


A zero, a mere blot, a smear, 

A flaw inside the crystal of the void. 
And so the emptiness which is my heart, 
This retrospective quiet, 

Dreams for itself a fitting complement. 


Who then has set man over all things living 
And given him dominion over all? 

This mistake, this monstrous thing 

Which cannot live, 

This clot of hatred and contemptible affection, 
This walking death. 


And lying in the darkness in the night 
I slept and dreamed. 


And in my dream I saw the tree 

Which I had seen before. 

Its branches arched high over me 

In dome on dome of bright translucent green and 
yellow-green 

With fissures of white sun 

Breaking through the aqueous green shade, 

And saffron yellow flakes 

And emerald softer light -- the many layers 

Of complexly vaulted leaves. 


The tree had its own life, 

A breathing swaying resilience, although sleeping, 
Active in each leaf and twig and branch. 

It was a whole world in itself, 

And order which I could not comprehend. 


So, curled within 


The tree's inverted crotch, not half way up, 
Yet still far from the ground, 

I crouched there, watched and listened, 
Waited, swayed 

With the movement of the breeze-blown trunk. 
Great waves of light and air 

Flowed through the tree 

And flowed through me. 

The tree's tall crests were like huge sails 
That rolled and rippled 

In the wind. 


I swayed 

Upon that mast, 

The green and glittering sea below, and dew 
Flowed over me, 

And when I touched it to my lips 

I saw and heard what I had missed till then: 

A thousand birds were loose about, 

Were fluttering from branch to branch, 
Birdsong was clattering and trilling 

Like a thousand creaking gates. 

It was an arbor of green birds and birds of light. 
The green shade and the darker spots 

Were full of gold wings, yellow wings, and white, 
And had as many eyes. 

The leaves held eyes of all beasts of the earth; 
Their ears were listening, 

Leaves' shadows were their creeping forms -- 
Passing into one another, passing out again. 

At moments, one would stand clear in the sun. 


The leaves 
Held eyes of all beasts of the earth, 
All fowl of the air. 


They all had eyes of agate, jade, 

Of copper or black ink. 

Each leaf had grass-green eyes or shadow eyes. 

I saw the eyes of cattle peering out, 

The eyes of panther, elk or muskrat, 

Of possum, weasel, deer, 

Green lizards and the red fox, 

The aphid on the leaf, the red ant and the black. 

The leaves were full of insects, frogs and creeping 
things. 

The branch became a serpent in my grasp, 

And fish would disappear in shadow 

From beneath my hand. 

The crinkled bark revealed a thousand forms. 


I looked up 

And the sun was white and hot 
Above the tree and larger in the sky 
Than it had been. 


And then the sun grew larger and then larger still 
And larger still, and hotter, 
And still larger -- 


Until everything was burnt 
And everything was gone 
And all was dark. 


A scattering of ash lay in the dark. 


Il 


The moving waters of the sleeping world were no 
longer creased with movements of the creatures of 
the turning sea. 


For that which was in any case still-born had settled 
finally and stopped. 


Now only ash was left upon the waters which lay still 
and blank. 


Now only ash was left upon the waters lying silently 
beneath the dark. 


Now only ash was left to drift through darkness and the 
abyss of stars. 


For now the stars were left there sparkling, scattering 
about, like puffs of sparkling ash that circulate 
and settle finally. 


The mute dead sea was hanging like a crust of ash, it was a 
sea of dust, of sea of lead, a sea of stone. 


The ash moved slightly, like a pile of cinders in the 
moonlight sifted by the wind. 


Its skin was wrinkled inward by a movement -- something 
hidden, struggling beneath, or sinking slowly 
down, 


A wrinkle or a ripple on the surface like a scar denoting 
something previously there and now not there, a 
strangled or contested birth, a death. 


For the world of waters and the multiplying seas no longer 
was, nor had it ever been. 


The moving waters of the still-born world were no longer 
creased with movements of the creatures of the 
calm. 


IV 


The stars that marked the night 

Were scattered like a wake of phosphorescence 
In the parted seas, 

The parted seas that rushed together now. 


Over multiplying seas of genesis 

Stars drifted once with their geometry 
And watched them, ordered them 

With mathematics, fables, grace and light. 
Yet now the seas of night 

Were coming to an end, 

The seas of genesis 

Were drying to some final beads of sweat. 


The stars were moving through the void of space, 
Were scattering like sparks, like flakes of cinders 
Glowing, sparkling and fluttering to dissolve 
Against the depthless black 

Or melting to the darkness of the sea 

No longer visible. 


The two great lights of sun and moon 

No longer ruled the day nor ruled the night. 
Below, and it seemed infinitely far, 

They were just areas of color and faint light 
Like two last embers of the fire 

When the room's completely dark. 

The moon was just a small white disk, 

The flashing of a coin, 

The sun a cauled and fulvid yellow 

Like the yellow of an egg yolk streaked with blood. 
For the sun was fissuring and breaking up, 
Cracking like a geode, 

Crumbling. 


And gradually as I looked on 

The moon went dark -- it faded like a coal, 
And the sun went dusty like a larger coal. 

It flared once, then twice, 

And then it seemed to cool and crust with ash, 
To curdle like a blister drying up, 

Collapsing on itself. 


The sea of night was filled with violence -- 
A thousand waves that were not waves, 
A thousand winds that were not winds. 


It was the lurchings of a world gone out -- 
The pitchings of disintegrating space, 
The yawing of disoriented time, 


The nothingness of all 

Which now was rushing in upon itself, 

No longer parted by the central void 

Nor by the universal echo of that central silence. 


There, poised above the ruins of the sun, 
I observed the holy chaos of the night. 


And far below I saw the earth adrift -- 

A small white flower in the stream 
Which flowed more rapidly, 

With greater violence 

As though to flow beyond all ends, 
Though it was quickly coming to its end. 
The flower of the earth was crushed -- 

It was a ruined thing, now breaking up, 
Dissolving in the glittering green seas. 


The earth was breaking 

Like a thin ice-crust; 

The waters of the heavens turning, 
Shattering the wasted land. 


For the order of the heavens and the seas 
Was overturned. 


VI 


Because the order of the heavens 

And the seas was overturned 

The waters flowed back through the voided memory 
Of that initial place 

Which has no memory 

And which was dying like an echoed sound 
Just barely echoing. 

The waters that had once been parted 
Flowed together now, 

Like a furrow in the sand 

Effaced and smooth. 

The waters which had been above 

Rushed down to meet those below, 

And those below 

Were mingled with those above. 


The cipher and its theatre of origins 
Was blanked, 

The infinitely ramifying chalk line 
Traced in gesture on the dark, 


Meiosis of originating night -- 


These things were names eluding memory, 
Were empty sounds 

Were silences 

Were not. 


VU 


Then finally there was just 

One small light 

Which separated darkness from itself. 
It was the smallest margin 

Separating void from void conceivable, 
Dividing one infinity of dark 

From every other one. 


It was an insubstantial thing, this light, 
Was merely an illusion, pure semblance, 


And had its only being in darkness. 


The area in which it was 
Was nothing in itself, was not. 


The light was small, and delicate, and islanded in 
night. 


Then, finally, it faded and went out. 


VI 


In the beginning there was nothing. 
Only my voice. 
In the beginning there was nothing. 
Yet still I hear my voice. 


Shadow of light 
Self-knowing voice 
Who could not answer? 
Since there is no light. 


There is no warrant for hope. 


Beauty not even 
Slightly manifest 
I have yet seen 
And I have heard. 


There is no end to thought. 
Who could not answer 
All I have seen 


What I have heard, 
Shadow of light? 


This, on the eighth night, was my canticle. 


AFTERWORD 


Encounters With the Author in Taipei 


We first made the author’s acquaintance at a well-known 
restaurant in Taipei, the Wysteria Tea House, famous as 
having been a meeting place for dissident intellectuals in 
the years of political struggle in Taiwan . 


During the recent effort to publish his rather extensive 
work, we had occasion to discuss aspects of his past and 
current writing. 


Your poetry is quite varied in style and in form. Where do 
you locate yourself in the overall debate concerning poetic 
form? 


I consider myself an eclectic. The main thing for me is to 
grasp, mentally, a certain object -- that is, an experience, a 
scene, an event -- to see it and feel it. Any language that 
seems to convey the reality of that is good, any which 
remains merely language, merely words, is for me of no 
interest, in some cases it is actively negative, in the sense of 
being obstructive. 


A cliche? 


Yes or not even a cliche but in a way worse than that. Much 
of our language obscures the nature of reality. Words in 
themselves are, in a sense, the enemy of writing. I tell 
students that all the time. Words most often merely convey 
the usual accepted social understanding. Writing is for the 
purpose of grasping reality itself, which is always 


something other than the social understanding. 
Do you consider yourself a political writer? 


All writing is political in the sense of attempting to correct 
these false social understandings. At times its purpose is to 
merely reveal with a new freshness, a perceptual freshness, 
as it were. But even this itself has a certain basic political 
significance, in the sense that awakened human beings will 
act and think differently than those who are at rest in the 
normal tranquilized non-perception that we usually are 
caught up in. 


Does living outside the United States help or hinder your 
writing? 


I think it helps, in general. It is in some ways a very 
undeveloped culture, yet in other ways it is overbearing. 
(The US, that is.) There is, for example, a great deal of 
rather stifling political correctness, as it's called, and to get 
away from that is itself a positive thing. For a while I had 
no idea how I would ever get all this material published, 
especially if you're not there trying to do all the 
"networking" that is needed, and which I was absolutely 
terrible at anyway -- worse than terrible, I really had no 
clue, I still don't, I suppose. And then it came about that 
you could just do it all by yourself, by means of the 
internet. 


How much material is it? It's quite a lot, it would seem. 
Yes, I guess it's about 40 volumes or so. Over 2,000 pages, 
if you want to measure it like that. I don't know how much 


it would weigh. 


There seem to be many styles represented. Was that 


something you consciously strove for? 


Yes. I always wanted to be able to represent a wide variety 
of experiences. My first models for the artist were people 
such as Picasso, Goethe, Bach -- artists who could work in 
a very wide range of forms and even use widely different 
styles. Of course, I can't compare myself to people like that, 
but it was still a goal, to try many types of things. 


What sorts of things are you working on currently? 


Well as you know I am trying to get all this existing work 
published, going through it, touching it up here and there, 
proofreading, and so forth. After that, I think I might return 
to some translating work -- Holderlin especially, and some 
Chinese poets, but don't ask me which ones. 


What were you trying to do in this poem in particular? 


It is clearly influenced by a range of Modernist and 
Romantic writers — Eliot; Shelley, and Yeats, in particular. 
It is the third part of a three part poem called Triptych, 
which we are also publishing as a single volume. 
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